T
he Leguminosae (Fabaceae) is the third largest family of fl owering plants and yet only a very few species have been developed for agriculture. Production of new cultivars is a time consuming and expensive task, even with the aid of modern molecular techniques. Companies that produce new germplasm naturally want a return on their investment and thus market their material as widely as possible. The result of this is that grains such as soybean [Glycine max (L.) Merr.] and peanut (groundnut, Arachis hypogaea L.) are grown worldwide, and even within these species, the genetic material used may be rather limited. For example, the center of diversity of Glycine is Australia where species are adapted to many harsh conditions; yet these species have not been extensively used in breeding programs. With the current concern about our changing climate, it is time to look more widely at other potential legume crops. In 1979, The National Academy of Sciences (Anon., 1979) produced a seminal work Tropical Legumes: Resources for the Future. Thirty years later, very litt le work has been done to develop these or other resources. Unfortunately, this is largely due to lack of money, especially as the needs of developing countries are not a high priority for large commercial plant breeders.
Two major countries whose economies have been developed on the back of nitrogen fi xing legumes are the USA and Australia. In the former, soybean and peanut (groundnut) are major industrial crops, with alfalfa (lucerne, Medicago sativum L.) being a staple of the livestock industry. These species, together with human foods such as pea (Pisum sativum L.) are not native: only the genus Phaseolus, of which P. vulgaris L. is widely used in the USA, has a range extending into North America. Similarly, Australia has imported all of its agricultural legumes, even though it has many native species well adapted to some of its harsher areas (and indeed, as mentioned above, is the center of diversity of Glycine). Soils of much of Australia are quite diff erent from those of the USA, being acidic and low in nutrients. Similar soils occur in parts of southern Africa. Is it time that
